PREFACE

At times like the present, when the crises of social change seem height-
ened and there is great public concern with social problems and predica-
ments, people are inclined to become preoccupied with immediate and
transitory matters and to grasp frantically at ideological cure-alls. At
such times the spectacular promises and predictions of politicians and
propagandists, of fortunetellers and astrologers, and of others with some-
thing to sell are likely to be accorded undue attention, and the undra-
matic findings and opinions of students of human affairs are in danger
of being overlooked. At such times it is therefore especially desirable for
sociologists and other social scientists to make every effort to publicize
their findings about social life. For the views of the lay interpreters of
human affairs are dangerous romancings that lend false hope and flimsy
grounds for social action.

The sociological understanding of human society is still far from com-
plete; for sociology is young even as sciences go, and society is a vast
and complex subject. But the accumulated knowledge of sociology can
already do much to counteract the power of ignorance. What the author
has tried to do here is to present in simple language and in terms of our
times what sociologists have so far discovered about social life in general
and about our own society in particular.

The central theme of this presentation may be variously designated as
"interactional," "operational," or "dynamic." Society, it is held through-
out, is process rather than thing, a moving rather than static structure,
and one that involves many various and interdependent factors. In order
to demonstrate the dynamic character of all social practices an analysis
is made of forms of social life in terms of their contexts; and the concept
of function judgments, as distinct from the specific value judgments that
the members of each society apply to their particular social forms, is
employed. In order to show the multiplicity and interdependence of the
factors that contribute to the making of social phenomena a systematic
analysis is made of the totality of the social system; and the modern
scientific concept of the interactional and variable character of all forces,
social and otherwise, is substituted for the lay idea of simple cause and
effect.

In this approach to the study of society it has been necessary to con-
sider the conditions under which and the processes by which society